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George: Policing Miami's Black Community, 1896-1930

POLICING MIAMI’S BLACK COMMUNITY,
1896-1930
by PAUL S. GEORGE*

w

HEN MIAMI, FLORIDA, was incorporated in 1896, most white
residents mirrored the prevailing attitude toward blacks.
Negroes, they assumed, were inferior people who represented
a potential threat to the white community. 1 This attitude
resulted in the consignment of blacks to cramped quarters with
inadequate municipal services, creation of a dual system of
justice, and semi-official tolerance of white terrorism. The symbol
and guardian of this order was the police.
The first blacks in South Florida were slaves who came
from South Carolina in the early nineteenth century and labored
on the few plantations in the area. After the Civil War employment opportunities in the rich agricultural fields of Coconut
Grove, south of Miami, attracted a few Bahamian blacks. They
were followed by others from north Florida, Georgia, and Alabama. But substantial numbers did not appear until Henry M.
Flagler began construction of the Florida East Coast Railroad
and started hiring black laborers. 2
Following Miami’s incorporation, blacks were effectively

* Mr. George is assistant professor of history, Georgia College, Milledgeville.
1. For a treatment of white attitudes toward blacks in Florida during
this period, see Jerrell H. Shofner, “Custom, Law, and History: The
Enduring Influence of Florida’s ‘Black Code,‘ ” Florida Historical Quarterly, LV (January 1977), 277-98.
2. Miami Daily News and Metropolis, July 26, 1925; Miami Herald,
February 1, 1976; Miami Times, July 1, 1976; Jean C. Taylor, “South
Dade’s Black Pioneers,” Update, III (June 1976), 10; John Sewell,
Memoirs and History of Miami, Florida (Miami, 1923), 8-10, 27-29, 43;
transcript of an interview with Kate Dean and Louise Davis, members
of pioneer black families in South Florida, conducted by the Miami
Dade County Library and Dade Heritage Trust, Miami, May 29, 1973,
1-12, Historical Association of Southem Florida. The arrival of Flagler’s
railroad in Miami, during April 1896, led to a startling transformation
of this settlement. Before the railroad’s arrival, Miami consisted of a
few families. By the summer of 1896, it contained 3,000 persons including several hundred blacks. The majority of the populace worked for
the Flagler enterprises.
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confined to Colored Town, a segregated quarter in the north-west
part of town, by restrictive clauses in land deeds to city lots. 3
While the police had jurisdiction over Colored Town, they
more frequently came into contact with blacks in North Miami,
an unincorporated area replete with saloons, gambling dens, and
brothels. North Miami became the center of much black crime.
From the outset, police attitudes toward blacks and black
criminal activity reflected the prevailing racial view and led to
two systems of justice. Specific examples of this phenomenon
are plentiful in Miami’s early years.
One of the earliest instances occurred in 1898, when several
members of the United States Army, stationed at Camp Miami
adjacent to Colored Town, terrorized the black community. In
June and July soldiers killed one black and severely injured
several others. This terrorism reached its climax when a rumor
spread throughout the camp that a black had killed a service
man. Soon several hundred soldiers were in Colored Town,
forcing many blacks to flee under the threat of death. At no
time in the brief life of Camp Miami was any soldier arrested
by public authorities because of this incident. Only the end of
the Spanish-American War and the evacuation of the camp in
August 1898 averted additional violence. 4
3. Transcript of the proceedings of the meeting held July 28, 1896 for
the incorporation of the city of Miami, Florida, Office of the Clerk of
the City of Miami; Miami Daily Metropolis, July 28, 1917; Miami
Herald, July 22, 1976; Miami Metropolis, May 15, 1896; Miami Times,
July 1, 1976; Isidor Cohen, Historical Sketches and Sidelights of Miami
(Miami, 1925), 21; Sewell, Memoirs, 134-35. At the incorporation election in July 1896, 368 persons voted, 162 of whom were blacks. Almost
all of the blacks who participated were Flagler employees. They were
helped with their voting registration and then marched to the polling
place to vote for incorporation and the railroad’s slate of candidates
in the first municipal elections. Miami’s original boundaries extended
from Fourteenth Street on the banks of the Miami River northward
to First Street, and from Avenue A near Biscayne Bay west to Avenue H
beyond the railroad tracks Colored Town encompassed an area extending from Sixth Street to First Street and from the railroad tracks near
Avenue F to Avenue H. This settlement comprised about fifteen per cent
of Miami’s original area. During its first thirty-five years, Colored Town
expanded slowly in a northwesterly direction. For an account of this
community during its early decades, see Paul S. George. “Colored Town:
Miami’s Black Community, 1896-1930,” Florida Historical Quarterly,
LVI (April 1978), 432-47.
4. Miami Metropolis, July 29, 1898, 5; Willard B. Gatewood, Jr., “Negro
Troops in Florida, 1898,” Florida Historical Quarterly, XLIX (July
1970), 12; William J. Schellings, “Soldiers in Miami, 1898,” Tequesta,
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However, police passiveness was rare in matters of criminal
justice, especially when blacks were involved. Police intimidation of black voters, arrests of Negroes on flimsy evidence, or for
offenses which went unpunished when committed by whites were
characteristic of the period. According to the Daily Miami Metropolis, the police even hauled “unfortunate negroes . . . to court
for mere family quarrels,” compelling them to “pay a fine of
$7.50 or stay in jail ten days just to make the police department
pay.“ 5 The inmate population of the area’s jails reflected the
double standard; of thirty-five prisoners in the county jail in
September 1904, only one was white. 5
As bastions of the social order, the police intervened quickly
in controversies which threatened to disturb that order. Examples
are legion. There was, for instance, police involvement in a
dispute involving the city’s carriage trade. Since Miami’s incorporation, a small band of white chauffeurs had monopolized
its commercial carriage and automotive transportation system.
Jealous of their prerogatives, the operators fought competition
from blacks. When a black chauffeur arrived in Miami from
Palm Beach with three passengers in the winter of 1915, he
became the object of a frantic chase by several white drivers
determined to show him that he was unwelcome in the community. Before his pursuers overtook him, the Negro reached
the police station. He was quickly escorted to the railroad depot
and placed on a north bound train. 7
During the same period, the white community expressed
concern over black nursemaids who took white children for
walks in Colored Town. Many believed that through contact
with friendly blacks, the children exposed themselves to “a
horrible communicable disease.“ 8 To eliminate the risk, the Miami Police Department announced that black baby-sitters found
in Colored Town with white children would be arrested and
punished. 9 In the 1920s, the police cancelled Negro spiritual

5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

XVII (1957), 73; Donna Thomas, “‘Camp Hell’: Miami During the
Spanish-American War,” Florida Historical Quarterly, LVII (October
1978), 152-53.
Daily Miami Metropolis, July 21, August 4, 1905, May 27, 1909; Miami
Metropolis, May 12, 1899.
Miami Metropolis, September 2, 1904.
Miami Herald, February 28, 1915.
Ibid., June 17, 1915.
Ibid.
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concerts scheduled before white audiences because it “was against
public policy at this time.“ 10 Later, during an investigation of a
Ku Klux Klan raid on a white church which had a black choir,
the police appeared to lend tacit approval to the invasion by
stating that there was “an unwritten law in this town that
Colored people cannot take part in the services of a white
church.“ 11
Assisting the police in upholding a dual system of justice
were the courts, which frequently issued harsh sentences to black
miscreants, while handing out mild punishment to whites guilty
of similiar crimes, and coroner’s juries that perfunctorily exonerated policemen and other whites in black homicides. 12 The city
council also exhibited a jaundiced attitude toward blacks. In
addition to denying them adequate municipal services, the council refused to acts on their entreaties for a black policeman. 13
The record of these institutions moved the Metropolis to label
justice for blacks an “outrage,” the result of “infamous
discrimination. 14
But the Metropolis and, later, the Miami Herald, also contributed to this system, for they often wrote of the social and
political inferiority of blacks and carried racially degrading
stories. 15 Moreover, these journals increased racial tensions
through strident and threatening language. The case of Richard
Dedwilley is illustrative of this practice. Dedwilley, a black,
allegedly attempted to rape Rose Gould, a white, in 1903. While
10. Ibid., March 23, 1938, March 24, 1928.
11. Pittsburg Courier, October 29, 1938.
12. Miami Daily Metropolis, August 23, 25, 1909, November 27, 1911;
Miami Herald, June 2, 1919.
13. Minutes of the City Council, I, May 4, 1903, 295 (hereafter cited as
MCC); Miami Herald, October 19, 1920, July 19, 1976; David Cohen,
“The Development and Efficiency of the Negro Police Precinct and
Court of the City of Miami” (M.A. thesis, University of Miami, 1951).
21. Subsequent requests for Negro policemen were rejected. In one
instance in 1920, Chief of Police Raymond Dillon declared that “we
should (not) even think of it” . . . . “I don’t believe it’s right to the
white men on the force to put a Negro at work with them.” It was
not until 1944 that the Miami Police Department hired its first black
policeman.
14. Cited in Crisis-A Record of the Darker Races, XII (June 1916), 76.
15. Miami Daily Metropolis, April 15, June 5, 1909; Miami Herald, October
5, 1911; Miami Metropolis, August 29, 1902, February 27, December 11,
1903. The Miami Daily Metropolis was sometimes entitled the Daily
Miami Metropolis. It was a daily counterpart of the older, weekly
Miami Metropolis, and it shared the same points of view.
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the police pursued Dedwilley, the Metropolis announced that
after his capture, many Miamians planned to “treat” this “unholy
fiend of hell” to a “necktie party.“ 16 After his arrest, Dedwilley
was tried and convicted in a fifteen-minute trial, and he was
subsequently hanged in the county jail yard. 17
Exacerbating the inequities of local justice was the growth
of Miami’s black community. By 1910, Miami’s 2,258 blacks
represented 41.3 per cent of the city’s population. Colored Town
was expanding north and west of its original boundaries. Furthermore, a small black community had emerged south of the
Miami River, while a steady influx of Bahamian blacks caused
a sharp increase in the size of the older black settlement in
Coconut Grove. 18
A double standard of justice continued to operate freely
and became closely connected to the white community’s determination to keep black expansion from reaching its neighborhoods. Whites increasingly resorted to intimidation and violence.
After several black families had moved into North Miami in
1911, residents of the newly-incorporated community agreed to
restrict Negroes from settling beyond a line between Avenues I
and J on the west and Morse Street on the north. Supported by
the municipal leaders of Miami and North Miami, the “color
line” held until 1915, when black settlement beyond Avenue J
brought white and black residents of this area to the brink of
violence. 19
During this period, conditions in Colored Town worsened
considerably. Sheriff Dan Hardie instituted a “cleanup” of North
16. Miami Metropolis, January 23, 1903. In another column on the crime,
the Metropolis wondered: “What can be done with these black sons
of hell,” since “all kinds of remedies have been resorted to including
hemp, tar and torch and yet it seems it is all of no avail?” The journal
warned that “lynchings and roastings” would “continue to take place
. . . as long as these devilish attempts upon the virtue and lives of
white women are made.”
17. Ibid., March 13, 1903.
18. U.S. Bureau of the Census, Thirteenth Census of the United States,
1910, Population, II (Washington, 1913), 66.
19. Crisis, XI (December 1915), 74; Miami Daily Metropolis, August 14,
1915; Miami Herald, November 20, 24, 1911. Several marked white men
visited homes in the disputed area, admonishing their inhabitants to
leave. At each dwelling the raiders left a crudely printed message which
declared, “No nigger can live in this house.” “Move out by Monday
night,” it warned, “or we will blow you up,” It was signed by “200
white men.”
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Miami which drove most of its brothels, saloons, and gambling
dens into Colored Town. Consequently, “Hardieville,” a thriving red-light district, emerged in the northwest sector of the
black community, and soon surpassed North Miami in the
magnitude of its operation. Not surprisingly, the number of
blacks arrested on vice-related charges, gambling, drunkeness, and
drug abuse increased sharply. Many of the arrests were accompained by complaints of police brutality. In one case, according
to the Miami Herald, a black asked an arresting officer to permit him to stop at his home momentarily before proceeding to
the police station. The policeman responded by smashing his
prisoner in the face - in the presence of a councilman. 20
Police surveillance of Colored Town grew appreciably at
this time. Two patrolmen, along with Sheriff Hardie, conducted
daily rounds of the district. One of their major functions was to
keep blacks in their quarter after 6:00 p.m. Instances of police
brutality here, as well as complaints of officers practicing a “sort
of official terrorism” by entering Negro dwellings without search
warrants, abounded. 21 After entering some black homes, the
police routed occupants out of their beds and forced them to
pay a “tax“ of $3.00 or face arrest. 22
A tough police campaign against black bootleggers, gamblers,
and prostitutes throughout this period aggravated racial tensions
and intensified animosity between police and blacks. Many
Negroes complained of police brutality. At times angry blacks
resisted. In one roundup in 1915, Patrolman Robert Starling
grappled with Will Knowles, a “liquor crazed Negro,” before
killing him. 23 A coroner’s jury ruled that Starling acted in self20. Cohen, Historical Sketches, 8; Helga Eason, “Sand in Their Shoes,”
Wilson Library Bulletin, XXX (June 1956), 763; Miami Daily Metropolis, June 17, 1917; Miami Herald, October 9, 27, 1912.
21. Transcript of interview with Kate Dean and Louise Davis, May 29, 1973,
16; interview with Mrs. “X”, March 22, 1976, Miami; Miami Herald,
November 14, 1917. Beginning with the city’s early days, blacks were
confined to their quarter after 6:00 p.m. Despite the absence of a
municipal statute providing the legal basis for this stricture, it was
rigidly enforced. A white woman who lived in Miami during this
period, and who wishes to remain anonymous, told the author that
blacks found outside Colored Town after 6:00 p.m. were beaten frequently by whites with the tacit approval of the police. Sometimes,
according to this source, the police themselves administered beatings
to curfew violators.
22. Miami Herald, August 2, 1918.
23. Ibid., July 12, 1915, August 2, 1918, January 29, February 22, 1916;
MCC, VII, August 5, 1915, 569.
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defense. Although this incident angered the black community,
it was soon eclipsed by the spectre of more serious trouble.
The territorial expansion of the growing Negro community
increased at this time, as several black families moved beyond
the “color line.” Discomfiture over black migration exploded in
August 1915, when six masked whites raided several Negro
dwellings west of Avenue I. The occupants were warned to
abandon their homes. Most left immediately. 25
When the police learned of this incident the following morning, Police Chief William Whitman dispatched three officers
to the area, but no assailants were apprehended. The boundary
problem moved Mayor John Watson and several officials to
ask the council to provide an alley separating the races in the
disputed area and to write a segregation ordinance. But opposition from a committee of the Colored Board of Trade, composed
of Miami’s black business leaders, and a host of legal problems
prevented adoption of the plan. Therefore, the previous “color
line” remained, fortified by heavier police surveillance. An uneasy truce prevailed in the disputed area. 26
Racial tensions flared again in 1917 when white chauffeurs
opposed, with threats and violence, attempts by Negroes to organize chauffer services. The Metropolis noted that white chauffeurs frequently chased “negro drivers through the streets like
a pack of hounds chasing a rabbit or a fox.“ 27 The police, however, ignored this situation. In July 1917, several white drivers
assaulted Fred Andrews, a black who had opened a chauffeur
service. Shortly after this incident, Andrews stabbed Randolph
Lightbourne, one of his alleged assailants. Andrews was quickly
arrested, tried, convicted, and fined, but the police failed to
locate his attackers. 28
Many blacks reacted angrily to this incident. Rumors of
Negroes arming for an uprising spread throughout the com24. Miami Herald, August 2, 1918.
25. Miami Daily Metropolis, August 14, 1915; Miami Herald, August 17,
1915; Crisis, XI (December 1915), 74.
26. MCC, VII, August 19, 1915, 605: VIII, February 3, 1916, 167; Miami
Herald, August 20, October 24, 1915; Crisis, XI (January 1916), 117.
27. Miami Daily Metropolis, July 16, 1917. Perhaps the major opposition
of white chauffeurs to black competitors was the threat the latter posed
to the lucrative white monopoly of carrying “clients” to the brothels
of “Hardieville.”
28. Ibid., July 9, 1917.
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munity. At the same time, many blacks heard that whites were
preparing to “shoot up” a part of their quarter. During the early
hours of July 15, a band of whites dynamited the Odd Fellows
Hall, the largest building in Colored Town. The blast awakened
many persons. Believing a race riot imminent, many blacks
emerged from their homes with guns and other weapons. 29
Quick action by several Negro clergymen, who convinced
angry blacks that violence was not the solution, and assurances
from the police department and the sheriff’s office that the dynamiters would be apprehended, lessened the immediate threat of
retaliation. At the same time, Chief Whitman dispatched ten
policemen to Colored Town, and offered a reward of $50 for
information leading to the arrest of the dynamiters. 30
On July 16, Whitman and other civic leaders met with the
Colored Board of Trade to resolve the problem of black chauffeurs. The delegation quickly warned white leaders that there
would be a mass exodus of Negroes from Miami-a grim prospect
for a city already experiencing a labor shortage-unless they
were accorded better protection. Consequently, the blacks were
assured that their people would be protected in their right to
operate automobiles, and that they would receive a monopoly
on the operation of buses and automobiles for hire in the black
community. 31
The police, however, failed to apprehend those responsible
for the dynamiting, and soon received sharp criticism from many
quarters, including the North Miami Improvement Association,
which expressed indignation over the apparent indifference of
the police during the investigation. Particularly troubling to
the association was the failure of the police to interrogate any
white chauffeurs. The city council also questioned police efficiency and raised the reward for the arrest of the dynamiters
to $200. The crime, nevertheless, remained unsolved. 32
Soon blacks turned their attention in another direction as
the nation’s deepening involvement in World War I led increas29. Ibid., July 16, 1917.
30. Ibid.
31. Ibid., July 17, 1915.
32. MCC, IX, July 19, 1917, 7; Miami Daily Metropolis, July 18, 20, 1917.
By this time, North Miami had been annexed to Miami. Several of its
residents, including members of the North Miami Improvement Association, were anxious to erase its wicked image.
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ing numbers of them to join the war effort. Several hundred
Florida blacks served in the United States Army, while many
others participated in successful Red Cross, Liberty Loan, and
War Savings Stamp drives at home. Blacks also enthusiastically
received a plethora of “four minute men,” patriotic speakers
who extolled the virtues of the Allied nations. 33 Despite the
praise the black community received for its patriotism, some
officials, including Mayor Watson, continued to practice discrimination. In June 1918, the mayor ordered the police to prohibit
public gatherings in Colored Town because of alleged rowdiness.
But Chief of Police Raymond Dillon stated that he could not
understand why “colored people should be prevented from holding orderly dances any more than the white people,” and his
men largely ignored the order. 34
The nationwide postwar racial strife bypassed Miami, with
the exception of one unsettling moment in November 1919,
when white chauffeurs again intimidated their black counterparts. But Mayor William Smith quickly defused the crisis with
a warning that even though he was not a “nigger lover,” he
would use the police to protect the right of black chauffeurs
to work. 35
The potential for racial violence, nonetheless, increased with
the emergence of Negro organizations stressing racial pride and
demanding better treatment from whites. One of the most important of these groups was the Negro Uplift Association of Dade
County, which used the exoneration of a policeman accused of
the death of a black in 1919 to publicize its objectives and criticize local justice. The association maintained that “until very
recently, officers on duty in Colored Town have very inhumane
records,” because “they have been seen to brutally beat and
club negro men and women in making their arrests . . . even
after they were handcuffed, for every trivial offense.“ 36 The
33. Miami Herald, March 4, 23, April 14, 1918; Thelma Peters, “Jubilation
-The War’s Over!” Update, III (October 1975), 7; Miami Daily Metropolis, May 24, 1918.
34. Miami Herald, June 5, 1918.
35. Miami Daily Metropolis, November 7, 1919.
36. Miami Herald, June 2, 1919. For a history of black nationalism in this
era, see E. David Cronon, Black Moses: The Story of Marcus Garvey and
the Universal Negro Improvement Association (Madison, 1955); Gunnar
Myrdal, An American Dilemma: The Negro Problem and American
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association also contended that “not one instance can scarcely
be presented where a search warrant has ever been produced
on entering a negro's home.“ 37 The group demanded an end to
the double standard of justice, “humane treatment” by police,
as well as “absolute justice [for blacks] before the courts.“ 38
More extreme black nationalist groups made little headway in
Miami, although in October 1919, the police found several copies
of a black nationalist newspaper, which, according to the Metropolis, contained “dangerous propaganda.“ 39 This document
reminded blacks that they had “shouldered guns to free the
people overseas,” and urged them to “use the same guns to free
yourselves.“ 40
The early 1920s was a difficult period for the police and
blacks. A series of white raids on Colored Town, followed by
several instances of Ku Klux Klan terrorism, created an explosive
racial situation and again raised the spectre of mass racial
violence. At the outset of this decade, Miami’s black community
numbered 9,270, a 400 per cent increase since 1910. Although
blacks represented thirty-one per cent of the city’s population
in 1920, they continued to reside in only ten per cent of the
community’s territory. The “color line,” erected during the
previous decade, held in most places except along a portion
of the northern perimeter adjacent to the Highland Park subdivision. Black migration into this white enclave was responsible for much of the racial turmoil of the early 1920s. 41
Conditions inside the teeming black quarter deteriorated as
the population grew more dense. Acute overcrowding, coupled
with the failure of municipal officials to uphold sanitation ordinances, led to deplorable sanitary conditions. The dusty, pockmarked streets were seldom watered. Colored Town contained

37.
38.
39.
40.
41.

Democracy (New York, 1944); and Elliott M. Rudwick, W. E. B. DuBois:
Propagandist of the Negro Protest (New York, 1960).
Miami Herald, June 2, 1919.
Ibid.
Miami Daily Metropolis, October 20, 1919. The name of the newspaper
was not revealed in this account.
Ibid.
MCC, X, July 1, 1920, 333; Miami Daily Metropolis, May 10, 27, June
30, 1920, July 2, 1921; Miami Herald, May 21, 1920, August 26, 1921,
January 26, 1922, June 16, 1923; U.S. Bureau of the Census, Fourteenth
Census of the United States, 1920, Population, III (Washington, 1922),
195.
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no playgrounds or parks. Inadequate schools resulted in an
illiteracy rate of ten per cent among blacks twenty-one years of
age and older. Gambling, bootlegging, and prostitution continued to flourish. 42
To police the blighted settlement, only two patrolmen were
assigned to the quarter at any one time. In emergencies this
tiny force received assistance from two to three other policemen. Sometimes an extensive police dragnet in Colored Town
brought additional lawmen into the area. The sheriff’s department also maintained two men in or near Colored Town. 43
Bahamian blacks who settled in Colored Town and in
Coconut Grove were a volatile element. Many came at harvest
time and worked in the South Dade agricultural groves. As
temporary residents and British subjects, they were less servile
toward whites than native blacks. Because numerous Bahamians
preached racial equality, many whites regarded them as troublemakers.
Bahamians, as well as native blacks, were involved in a
renewal of racial strife in 1920. In April, H. H. Tarpley, an
erstwhile Miami fireman, went on a shooting spree in Colored
Town, killing one man and injuring others. In May, fifty whites
shot up part of Colored Town after several black families had
moved into the southeast corner of Highland Park. To prevent
black reprisals, a large detachment of officers was rushed into
Colored Town, while black and white leaders met to find a
solution to this latest breach of the “color line.“ 44
Neither the arrest of the white raiders nor a solution to
the boundary problem followed, however. On June 29, a more
serious crisis occurred when several whites hurled two dynamite
bombs from a speeding car into an unoccupied home on the
black side of the disputed boundary. The bombs destroyed the
home, and quickly brought 3,000 angry blacks to the scene. 45
Rumors that hundreds of armed blacks were gathering for
a raid on the adjacent white settlement led Mayor Smith to
order the entire police force to Colored Town. Smith also called
42. MCC, X, July 1, 1920, 333; Miami Daily Metropolis, May 10, 20, 27, 1920.
43. Fourteenth Census, 1920 Population, III, 195; Miami Daily Metropolis,
May 10, 27, 1920.
44. Miami Daily Metropolis, May 20, 1920; Miami Herald, May 26, 1920.
45. MCC, X, July 1, 1920, 333; Miami Herald, June 30, 1920.
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on the American Legion for assistance. By midnight 30 armed
whites were patrolling Colored Town, and all avenues eading
to it were closed to traffic. Two hours later most blacks had
returned to their homes, and quiet ensued. A special detachment
of police remained for several days, but no further trouble
occurred. Again, the dynamiters were not apprehended. 46
Following a futile request for a black policeman in July 1920,
the Colored Board of Trade complained that the police were not
interested in protecting black people, because the “vicious attack
on the part of murderous cowards has exerted itself twice within
the past two months and up to this time not a single arrest
has been made.“ 47 The board also argued that “if a tin can
were dynamited in any of the white sections and someone merely
suggested that it was a Colored man who did it . . . within a
single hour several arrests would be made on suspicion.“ 48 This
group warned that “the rough element among us is very
impatient” with the failure of the police to locate the assailants. 49
But it was the white community which reacted with outrage
when Henry Brooks, a black Bahamian, allegedly raped a white
woman on July 30. Brooks was quickly apprehended by the
police and taken to the county jail. An angry crowd soon
gathered. Aware of the mob’s intentions, two deputy sheriffs
prepared to take Brooks to Jacksonville for his own safety.
Shortly after his removal, the mob, now 500 in number, broke
into the jail. Learning that Brooks was on a northbound train,
many whites followed by automobile. Their plans, however, were
frustrated when Brooks plunged to his death from a railroad
car near Ormond Beach while attempting to escape. 50
During this crisis, Mayor Smith sent several additional police
to Colored Town to guard against any disturbances. The police
received assistance from forty members of the black American
Legion, who remained on guard at their armory to prevent the
theft of weapons. In the meantime several hundred blacks, mostly
Bahamians, convinced that Brooks’s death was the result of
46.
47.
48.
49.
50.

MCC, X, July 1, 1920, 333; Miami Herald, June 30, July 1, 1920.
Miami Herald, July 4, 1920.
Ibid.
Miami Hereld, July 4, 1920; Crisis, XX (September 1920), 235.
MCC, X, July 30, 1920, 353; Miami Daily Metropolis, July 30, August 1,
1920.
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mob action, gathered in Colored Town and angrily discussed
ways of avenging it. With tension mounting, Mayor Smith, on
August 2, rushed additional police and a National Guard company to Colored Town. On the same day, Brooks’s body arrived
from Ormond Beach preparatory to its shipment to Nassau for
burial. Throughout the twelve hours that the body was in
Colored Town, both races were barred from entering the other’s
quarters. 51
During this time, Mayor Smith appeared before an angry
group of Bahamians to explain the circumstances of Brooks’s
death. He succeeded in pacifying them and conditions eventually
returned to normal. Smith later praised the black community
for “conducting itself as the intelligent citizen would have,”
and in preventing a violent racial confrontation. 52
For the remainder of the year a fragile peace replaced the
angry racial confrontations of the summer. Even the November
1920 lynching of J.B. Smith south of Miami, “for the usual
crime [attempted rape],” by “a small mob of whites determined
to give other blacks an example of what they may expect under
similiar circumstances” failed to provoke black reaction. 53
As the decade unfolded, headline-stealing incidents were
scarce in Miami. Nevertheless, police surveillance of Colored
Town increased until by 1925 eight policemen were on duty in
the area. Providing the police with unsolicited assistance was
the local chapter of the Ku Klux Klan, whose organization in
the spring of 1921 was heralded by a parade of 200 men clad in
the traditional hoods and robes. The Klan grew quickly in South
Florida. By the mid 1920s the Miami chapter had an estimated
1,500 members and was active in many municipal activities. 54
Shortly after the Klan appeared in Dade County, blacks were
victimized by a series of threats, beatings, and kidnappings. In
the summer of 1921, several Klansmen kidnapped H. M. Higgs,
51.

Miami Daily Metropolis, July 31, August 3, 5, 1920; New York Times,
August 3, 1920.
52. Miami Herald, August 4, 1920.
53. Ibid., November 30, 1920.
54. Interview with Annie Germaine, a black Bahamanian who migrated to
Miami in 1921, Miami, January 29, 1977; interview with H. Leslie Quigg,
former chief of police, Miami Police Department, July 18, 1974, Miami;
Miami Daily News and Metropolis, July 26, 1925; Miami Herald, May
25, 1921, May 31, November 24, 1925; Miami Sunday News, July 24, 1949.
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a black minister in Coconut Grove. He was abducted allegedly
for espousing racial equality, intermarriage, and violence as
responses to whiter oppression. The minister was released after
promising to leave Miami immediately. His kidnappers were
never found. 55
Before Higgs’s release, rumors of his lynching spread throughout Coconut Grove. Many whites feared black retaliation, especially an overanxious Coconut Grove policeman, who rang the
police riot alarm after failing to locate his chief. Soon carloads
of armed Miami policemen descended on Coconut Grove,
followed by sheriff’s deputies and American Legionnaires. All
thoroughfares between Coconut Grove and Miami were quickly
closed. Before the disturbance subsided, the police had arrested
and disarmed twenty-five blacks. 56
A few weeks later another group of masked men kidnapped
Philip Irwin, white minister of a black church, for the same
reasons that Higgs was abducted. Irwin was tarred and feathered,
and dumped on a sidewalk in downtown Miami only after
agreeing to leave the city immediately. His kidnappers remained
free. 57
The Klan continued to terrorize blacks with impunity in
later years, while other whites also took the law into their
own hands. In June 1923, a white mob in South Dade lynched
two blacks who allegedly killed a United States marshal. 58
Although the intensity of black reaction to these lynchings
did not reach the level of earlier times, many blacks harbored
a smoldering resentment of whites and became more convinced
that the entire system of justice was weighted against them.
Sometimes black frustration at white injustices manifested itself
in localized acts of violence against lawmen. In October 1924,
two blacks, Marion Blocker and an unidentified accomplice,
engaged in a shootout in Colored Town with two policemen to
avenge an earlier arrest. Two months later, a Negro struck
55. Miami Daily Metropolis, July 2, 1921; Miami Herald, July 2, 3, 1921.
Higgs was president of the local chapter of the Universal Negro Improvement Association a nationalist organization which claimed millions
of members in the 1920s.
56. Miami Herald, July 2, 3, 1921.
57. Ibid., July 18, 19, 20, 1921.
58. Ibid., June 16, 17,
1923. For a record of lynching, see Walter White,
Rope and Fagot: A Biography of Judge Lynch (New York, 1929).
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a patrolman on the head with a brick. Despite emptying his
revolver at his fleeing assailant, the officer failed to catch him.
In January 1926, another policeman assaulted some blacks who
had been blocking his passage in Colored Town. Fourteen blacks
turned on the officer and beat him severely. During the following year, a pitched battle in Colored Town between a patrolman
and several Negroes led to the death of the former and injuries
to six of the latter. 59
Adding to black discomfiture was the roundup by the police
and members of the United States Marine Corps of hundreds of
Negroes to help rebuild Miami after the devastating hurricane
of September 1926. One observer averred that blacks were
“beaten, arrested and made to work without pay” by the
authorities. 60 Others, less fortunate, “were even killed.“ 61
The police were involved in other black homicides in the
late 1920s, but coroner’s juries ruled in each case that the
officers had acted in self defense. 62 However, testimony at the
trial of Police Chief H. Leslie Quigg and other members of
the department in the death of Harry Kier, a Negro, suggested
otherwise. William Beechy, a former police officer, testified that
police terrorism of Negro suspects and “troublemakers” was
common. Beechy declared that “sometimes we stripped them
and beat them and run [sic] them off.“ 63 Often, according to
the witness, the police drove blacks to the city limits, pushed
them out of their vehicles and “fired once or twice to see how
fast they could run.“ 64 A grand jury investigation of the Miami
Police Department at this time lent strong support to Beechy’s
59. Miami Herald, October 3, December 21, 1924, January 2, 1926, July
9, 1927.
60. Miami Daily News and Metropolis, September 24, 26, 27, 28, 1926;
Miami Tribune, September 22, 1926; Crisis, XXXIII (December 1926).
103-04. After local and county law officials had agreed on conscripting
black laborers for the reconstruction of Miami, lawmen and troops were
dispatched throughout the Negro section with orders to bring in all
males of working age. In announcing this action, Sheriff Henry R. Chase
declared: “The Negroes, many of them, are lying idle. We are going to
put them to work.”
61. Crisis, XXXIV (April 1927), 59. This information appeared in an
unsigned letter written by a black Miamian to Crisis.
62. Miami Herald, September 7, 1923, May 20, 1925, February 4, June 10,
15, August 27, 1926.
63. Ibid., April 24, 1928.
64. Miami Herald, April 24, 29, 1928; Crisis, XXXV (June 1928), 203-04.
Quigg and his co-defendants were acquitted.
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testimony by citing numerous cases of police brutality. Its
findings led to Quigg’s dismissal as chief of police. 65
In the immediate aftermath of Quigg’s removal the department was more circumspect in its treatment of blacks, and it
even dismissed some officers found guilty of brutality. But arrests
of blacks for major and minor offenses continued greatly to outnumber arrests of whites even though Negroes comprised only
thirty per cent of Miami’s population. 66
Conditions worsened for blacks in the 1930s, not only from
the effects of the Great Depression and an increase in the institutionalizing of discrimination, but also because of widescale abuses
and terrorism by the police and an unbridled Klan. 67 The return
of Quigg as chief of police in the late 1930s underlined the continued plight of blacks. The circumstances of Quigg’s earlier
dismissal did little to temper his racism. If anything, he became
bolder in an even more racist environment. Campaign literature
from the Quigg forces in the mid-1930s warned that the “acute
Negro problem . . . demands the strict supervision of a man
so notably master, of the racial situation as [Quigg] demonstrated
he was, during his long reign as Miami’s protector.“ 68
Based on prejudice and fear, and buttressed by the police,
“protectors” of the white community, a double standard of
65. Miami Herald, May 8, 1928; New York Times, May 8, 1928. The grand
jury’s report was based on interviews with 300 witnesses whose testimony
“concerning conditions and practices of Miami police officers disclosed
a condition so unreasonable, so brutal, so inhuman and so astounding.”
The document cited twelve cases of police brutality, but did not distinguish between white and black victims. The report maintained that
the police department was dominated from within by a “well constructed
organization of unknown strength, slowly but surely destroying the
freedom of our citizens, mean and cruel, practicing habits destitute of
moral or civic virtue and serving only to satisfy a malignant passion.”
The grand jury pronounced Quigg “wholly unfit for the office of chief
of police,” because of shortcomings “in the control and direction of
those men in his department, his behavior as a chief executive . . . and
his apparent contempt for the serious responsibilities resting under
him.”
66. Fifteenth Census, 1930, Population, III, pt. 1, Reports by States, Table
12, 410; Department of Public Safety, City of Miami, First Annual
Report, Fiscal Year July 1, 1928-June 30, 1929 (Miami, 1929), 15;
Miami Herald, November 11, 1928, January 10, 1929.
67. Daily Worker, March 5, 1935; Miami Herald, May 2, 1939; Miami
Tribune, December 23, 1936; New York Age, February 20, 1937, May 7,
October 29, 1938; Pittsburg Courier, June 20, October 24, December 26,
1936, October 2, 1938.
68. Miami Life, April 18, 1936.
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justice continued to operate openly as Miami entered its second
generation of corporate life. For the racism which was responsible for this inequity had remained firmly entrenched. It would
continue to govern the relationship between police and blacks
in ensuing decades.

Published by STARS, 1978

17

